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THE OMISSION OF IMPORT- 




BARRING prejudiced and unsound 
literary criticism of the eighteenth 
century, paeans of praise subse- 
quent to Ben Jonson's are usually in har- 
mony with his in proclaiming Shakespeare 
the Soul of the Age" in which he lived and 
wrote. But, even so, the "Sweet Swan of 
Avon" must not be thought of as an iso- 
lated literary genius. His poetic achieve- 
ments were part and parcel of the times. 
Particularly is this true of the English his- 
torical plays. 
Shakespeare belonged to a very young 
race. Possessing in superabundant meas- 
ure the passion and enthusiasm of that 
newly-born people, he patiently and faith- 
fully applied his genius to the interpretation 
of their boundless ambition and energy, 
now released by the powerful forces of the 
Renaissance and Reformation. 
The age of Shakespeare was predomi- 
nantly one of action, an age intensely dra- 
matic in its life. Long before the poet's 
birth restless, adventurous English had suc- 
ceeded immeasurably in great and import- 
ant enterprises. In these achievements the 
poet's contemporaries exulted with unre- 
strained pride. Thus actuated by a flaming 
passion and imagination, the demand of 
Elizabethan England to experience once 
more the glorious deeds of her past was but 
a natural consequence springing from her 
deepest nature. The poet historian was not 
slow in sensing the possibilities of this sub- 
ject for his art, or tardy in seizing his op- 
portunity. Just now the sense of national- 
ity was deeper than it had ever been before, 
deeper, perhaps, than it would ever be 
again. With keen, critical eye for genuine 
human values he turned the pages of old 
plays, Latin histories, and English chron- 
icles until, moved by an overmastering im- 
pulse of a heroic past, he revitalized for his 
own age the good and the bad deeds of 
their ancestors. 
But to supply a popular demand could 
not have been his only, nor his chief, mo- 
tive for writing history. He planned, it 
seems, to write an epic of the English peo- 
ple. That the first plays to be written were 
not so intended is clear; but that he did 
thus enlarge and perfect his plan as the 
writing progressed is equally clear. Again, 
this profound student of human nature 
wished to delineate character. Throughout 
the series Shakespeare was concerned with 
"what man is," and as a result has painted 
six full-length portraits of English kings.1 
Yet another purpose was most certainly to 
practice and to perfect the Art he had learn- 
ed to love. 
It is safe to surmise, then, that whatever 
fact of history the poet found ready to his 
hand but unsuitable to his purposes, he in- 
tentionally disregarded. 
If we ask why Shakespeare omitted from 
his plays many of the episodes of this event- 
ful period of English history, the answer is 
easy; but if we try to assure ourselves as to 
why he neglected some of those episodes 
that have always seemed unique and im- 
portant to us, no answer can be given with 
1 "These six fall into two groups of three each 
—one group consisting of studies of kingly weak- 
ness, the other group of studies of kingly 
strength. In the one group stand King John, 
King Richard II, and King Henry VI, in the oth- 
er King Henry IV, King Henry V, and King 
Richard III. John is the royal criminal, weak in 
his criminality; Henry VI is the royal saint, 
weak in his saintliness. The feebleness of Rich- 
ard II cannot be characterized in a word; he is a 
graceful, sentimental monarch. Richard III, in 
the other group, is a royal criminal, strong in his 
crime. Henry IV, the usurping Bolingbroke, is 
strong by a fine craft in dealing with events, by 
resolution and policy, by equal caution and dar- 
ing. The strength of Henry V is that of plain 
heroic magnitude, thoroughly sound and substan- 
tial, founded upon the eternal verities. Here, 
then, we may_ recognize the one dominant subject 
of the histories—viz., how a man may fail, and 
how a man may succeed, in attaining a practical 
mastery of the world." ■—Edward Dowden, 
Shakespeare: His Mind and Art, pp. 149-150. 
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certainty. Why, for example, should he 
have had no concern whatever in so great a 
fact of history as the Runnymede incident 
in 1215, and for it have substituted another 
that has been almost forgot? Why should 
he have been indifferent to Henry the Third 
and the three Edwards, for they, too, had 
ruled England in their turn? Or why 
should we have to follow the fortunes of 
the bloodthirsty Warwick in the reign of 
Henry the Sixth and be shown nothing of 
Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester, England's 
great patron of learning? 
But that the great dramatist had good 
and sufficient reasons for these slights and 
omissions no one can doubt. How we 
should like to know what they were! But 
even though the effort to discover them 
should prove entirely futile, the venture 
will be interesting, at least. 
Few episodes of history are so far-reach- 
ing in importance and so rich in historical 
significance as is that at Runnymede in 1215 
when the Great Charter of English Liber- 
ties was signed. A copy of this precious 
document still remains in the British Mus- 
eum, injured by fire and age, but with King 
John's royal seal still hanging from the 
brown, shriveled parchment. But not one 
reference is made to it. If, then, we grant 
the supreme importance of this document in 
the subsequent development of our free 
English institutions, and if we assume the 
poet's reasons for omitting other historical 
phenomena to have been the same as for the 
omission of this, this instance alone is suffi- 
cient for the purpose in hand. 
The playwright found the period of King 
John's reign rich in material for the drama. 
His reign divides into three distinct periods: 
his quarrel with the Barons, the greater 
part of which had to do with the Charter 
incident; his quarrel with the Church; and 
his quarrel with France. The poet treats 
each of these periods in the plays, but we 
search vainly for any definite reference to 
the Charter of the English Liberties. 
Would not a striking scene exhibiting a 
clash between King and Barons at Runny- 
mede have been heartily applauded at the 
Rose, the Swan, and the Globe? and would 
it not have satisfied a popular demand for 
stage action? To us it does seem as though 
it would; to Shakespeare it most probably 
did not, because this incident was not near- 
ly so significant as at first thought it ap- 
peared to be. The content of the document 
was not an innovation in 1215. Indeed it 
could lay no just claim to the establishment 
of new constitutional principles. Far back 
in the reign of Henry the First the basis of 
the whole had been formed; additions to it 
now were little more than acknowledgments 
of the judicial and administrative changes 
that had been introduced by Henry the Sec- 
ond. As an episode for his play, therefore, 
there was historically no urgent need for its 
inclusion. Moreover, Englishmen had be- 
fore this won a reasonable measure of free- 
dom. The principles of liberty guaranteed 
by the Great Charter had already been in- 
corporated within the political and civil life 
of the nation. In Shakespeare's time the 
perspective was much too close for effective 
dramatization. 
If Shakespeare had a moral purpose in 
mind for the series when he came to write 
the prologue, King John, it was most cer- 
tainly to write an epic of the English people 
in which the rise of the common folk might 
be clearly seen. How, then, shall we ac- 
count for his neglect of the sole important 
document that embodied the basic principles 
of their cause? The truth is that, although 
the lower classes did ultimately fall heir to 
those principles laid down in the Great 
Charter, in King John's reign the masses 
had no part whatever in securing them. 
Delegates from the King and delegates 
from the Barons met on an island midway 
between the banks of the Thames. The 
King himself was not present, nor, so far as 
we know, was there a single representative 
speaking directly for the common people as 
such. 
But had Shakespeare so desired he could 
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have and no doubt would have distorted the 
facts to suit his purpose. Had he brought 
king and commons together in 1215, with 
not one Baron present, the anachronism 
would be no more flagrant than are many 
such in the series of plays. But although 
Shakespeare did distort isolated historical 
facts that they might the better serve his 
purpose, he was very careful, it appears, not 
to deflect great main-currents. The way of 
progress was clear to him, and he kept it so 
for his patrons of the theatre. Had he sub- 
stituted representatives of the common peo- 
ple for the Barons, he would have been mis- 
leading to his contemporaries, because the 
rise of the masses in English life was not 
spasmodic and sudden. If the great drama- 
tist had made a brilliant spectacle of the 
Runnymede incident, as doubtless he was 
tempted to do, inevitably Elizabethan Eng- 
lishmen would have seen their free institu- 
tions thoroughly wrought out, set up and in 
operation in 1215. Most probably they 
would not have understood and appreciated 
the terrible conflicts yet to follow before the 
final triumph could be firmly anchored in 
the Renaissance and Reformation of their 
own day. Rather, Magna Carta should 
seem to them little more than a milepost 
along a highway leading to civil and politi- 
cal freedom—a highway that, though grad- 
ually becoming smoother and wending its 
way through more pleasing prospects 
through the years, yet passed by many 
yawning chasms and over broad plains 
stained red with the blood of the common 
people. 
In the interpretation of human nature 
through the delineation of character Shakes- 
peare stands without a peer in literature. 
He ranks first in this; perhaps there is no 
second. Character delineation was no doubt 
his prime motive for writing plays dealing 
with the facts of English history. Six of 
England's kings stand out in clear, bold out- 
lines. In his "mirror for kings" he would 
show, without fear or favor, "how man may 
fail, and how a man may succeed, in attain- 
ing a practical mastery of the world." 
Character portrayal in these plays frequent- 
ly eclipses other significant historical phe- 
nomena. For instance, no incident of na- 
tional history could have been more effect- 
ive to Shakespeare's contemporaries than 
that of the Pope's legate receiving the 
crown from the hand of their king. And 
yet, to those who knew something of his- 
tory, Pandulph must have appeared a mere 
shadow in the scene. By one brilliant flash 
of the poet's imagination the hypocritical 
humility of John on that occasion revealed 
to them the gigantic strength and the crafty, 
criminal weakness of the ablest and most 
ruthless of the Angevin kings. The mon- 
arch believed that the Papal protection 
would enable him to rule as tyrannically as 
he wished. 
Shakespeare did not scruple to twist and 
bend well-known facts of history if by so 
doing traits of character might be more 
sharply defined. Not only did he deliber- 
ately pass by the ancient monument to Eng- 
lish liberties, but, in passing, he also inten- 
tionally introduced a glaring anachronism. 
The poet attributes the revolt of the Barons 
and their calling Lewis over from France to 
the reported imprisonment and murder of 
Arthur. But the crime had been committed 
by the brutal tyrant, John, twelve years be- 
fore the revolt took place. Historically, the 
imprisonment of Arthur had nothing what- 
soever to do with the uprising. Moreover, 
it was only when the Barons realized that 
the undisciplined militia of the countries 
and towns made success against the trained 
forces of the king impossible that they de- 
cided to invite Lewis to come to their aid. 
The true reason for the Barons' calling 
Lewis over was that they had need of his 
assistance against the king who had attempt- 
ed nullification of those cherished rights 
guaranteed to them in the Magna Carta. 
Thus by linking the death of Arthur with 
the Baron revolt the Charter incident was 
skilfully passed over. But if there had been 
no Arthur scene the crafty criminality of 
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the Angevin could not have been shown up 
so well. From the receipt of the crown 
from Pandulph through the imprisonment 
and feigned murder of Arthur the shifting 
scenes are charged with high tension, the 
central and moving force of which is John. 
Perhaps a more vivid portrayal of char- 
acter has never been made than is that of 
the subtle monarch conversing with Hubert 
about fixing the guilt for Arthur's death. 
When Hubert informs John of the Barons' 
anger and of the arrival of the French who 
will avenge the atrocious act, the king craft- 
ily shifts the responsibility from himself to 
Hubert, and thus moralizes on the tacit wil- 
lingness of Hubert to commit the crime: 
"How oft the sight of means to do ill deeds 
Make deeds ill done! Hadst thou not been by, 
A fellow by the hand of nature mark't, 
Quoted and sign'd to do a deed of shame, 
This murder had not come into my mind ; 
But taking note of thy abhorr'd aspect, 
Finding thee fit for bloody villainy, 
Apt, liable to be employ'd in danger, 
I faintly broke with thee of Arthur's death; 
And thou, to be endeared to a king, 
Made it no conscience to destroy a prince."2 
The poet's use of history for the drama was 
largely a means to an end—the portrayal of 
character. 
Shakespeare was a lover of his Art. Hon- 
estly recognizing his limitations, he worked 
diligently to gain a mastery of it. To the 
one ideal of his life he was ever true. At 
no time was the poet disobedient to the vis- 
ion that beckoned him on. His standards 
were high. He required the material he 
used for his plays, historical or otherwise, to 
measure up to that standard; if it did not 
he gave it no place in his works. 
In the historical plays, Shakespeare al- 
ways used a king for the central and moti- 
vating force of the action. The king stands 
above the people and dominates the situa- 
tion. Richard the Third becomes at once 
the dynamic and the centrifugal force of the 
action, the one in whom the main action 
centers and the one from whom all the sub- 
ordinate action emanates. The play of King 
tKing John, Act IV, Scene ii. 
Henry the Fifth is one continuous eulogy on 
"the matchless majesty of England's King." 
It is clear, therefore, though he did wish to 
show the gradual rise of the common peo- 
ple, that the poet planned to write the his- 
torical plays always from the king's point 
of view. What, then, would have been the 
artist's problem had he introduced the Char- 
ter incident? Before we attempt to answer 
the question, it is well to note some import- 
ant facts of history. 
The victory of Bouvines had broken the 
spell of terror on the part of the Barons. 
Within a few days of the King's landing, 
his enemies had drawn up their forces to 
oppose him. John's subjects from over all 
of England had lined up against him, on the 
side of the Barons. The French merce- 
naries, who had constituted a very large 
part of the King's forces, now refused to 
fight against Lewis, who had come over to 
assist the Barons. The result was that John 
found himself deserted almost to the man. 
Evidently there was but one course for him 
to pursue. 
The significant deductions from these 
facts are that, throughout the Charter epi- 
sode in English history, the people, repre- 
sented by the Barons, had their king com- 
pletely in their power; and that, conse- 
quently, he "bowed to necessity" in yielding 
to their demands in this matter. 
Five plays of the historical group had al- 
ready been written before King John; fur- 
thermore, this play is the prologue to the 
series. It is evident that, if the poet wished 
to write the series from the king's point of 
view, he could not, without seriously mar- 
ring the unity of the whole, have introduced 
an incident here which showed the people 
forcing their king to submit unconditionally 
to their will. In other words, had the great 
artist chosen to display the spectacular Run- 
nymede scene on the stage, it would have 
been necessary for him to have switched 
from the king's point of view to that of the 
people in the remaining plays in order to 
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preserve the unity of the group. Aside 
from other strong reasons for not shifting 
this unifying element here, five of the series 
had already been written and, no doubt, had 
been approved in the theatre. To retrace 
his steps now, quite obviously was not de- 
sirable or feasible. 
The historical plays give us the truth of 
the times, but not always true facts. After 
he had written three or four, it appears that 
the poet planned the group to accord with 
cherished ideals of principle and practice. 
Facts that were not in harmony with these 
ideals he wholly disregarded. With keen, 
critical eye, the playwright adapted these 
plays to the requirements of the time, and 
to the highest and best interest of the na- 
tion. To lovers of the theatre in the last 
years of England's "mighty and merciful 
queen," the poet's vivid imagination re- 
vealed their past, interpreted their present, 
and anticipated their future. In the pro- 
logue the master dramatist struck the key- 
note for the series; 
"This England never did, nor ever shall, 
Lie at the proud foot of a conqueror, 
But when it first did help to wound itself. 
Now these her princes are come home again, 
Come the three corners of the world in arms 
And we shall shock them. Nought shall make 
us rue 
If England to itself do rest but true."3 
C. H. Huffman 
A TEST FOR THE NOVEL 
CLASS 
IN VIEW of the extensive and persis- 
tent discussion of the merits and de- 
merits of the so-called new-type tests, 
it may not be untimely to offer here for 
consideration and criticism a sample ob- 
jective test recently used in a class that had 
devoted a quarter to the study of the 
novel. 
Perhaps it should be said that the course 
was meant to be introductory in its nature, 
consisting of lectures on the general devel- 
opment of the English novel and of the 
detailed study in class of one novel: Har- 
3King John, Act V, Scene vii. 
dy's The Return of the Native. Each 
member of the class read during the quar- 
ter at least twelve other novels selected from 
a fairly large list ranging from Pamela 
(1740) to All Kneeling (1928) and also 
studied as collateral reading one of the 
standard books on the development of the 
novel. 
The test was therefore purposely wide 
in its range and students were assured that 
they could not be expected to answer every 
item. In fact the highest possible score was 
100 and the highest actual score made was 
77. The median class score was 55. 
Generally speaking, so large a propor- 
tion of unfamiliar questions may tend to 
invalidate a test, at least challenging its 
economy, and in meeting this criticism the 
only defence here to be offered is the fact 
that the subject matter was wide and varied. 
Another charge that seems legitimate is 
the criticism that the test may measure 
facts too exclusively—facts unrelated and 
unapplied, at that. In reply it can be 
claimed only that the multiple response tests 
in the first two blocks do actually require 
reasoning. The third block may be answer- 
ed on the basis of reason, too, but blocks 
IV and VI are little more than a test of 
such facts as may be of some special sig- 
nificance for the purposes of the course. 
The test, which was designed to be com- 
pleted in a fifty-minute period, is as fol- 
lows : 
I. Underscore the phrase which completes the 
meaning most accurately. 
1. The picaresque novel deals particularly with 
(1) knights, (2) rogues, (3) rural condi- 
tions, (4) love affairs. 
2. Behind Col. Pyncheon's picture was found 
(1) a land claim, (2) a love letter, (3) a 
daguerreotype, (4) a faded laundry list. 
3. The longest novel in the English language 
is (1) The Lost Lady, (2) Ethan Frame, 
(3) Miss Lula Belt, (4) Clarissa Harlowe. 
4. Agnes (1) ran away with Steerforth, (2) 
married David Copperfield, (3) aided Uriah 
Heep, (4) took care of Miss Betsy Trot- 
wood and Mr. Dick. 
5. A leading American novelist who became a 
British subject was (1) Nathaniel Haw- 
thorne, (2) Henry James, (3) Rudyard Kip- 
ling, (4) Robert Louis Stevenson. 
